Types of dietary fat and the incidence of cancer at five sites.
The specificity of a statistical association increases the likelihood that it represents a causal relationship. In exploring the relationship between dietary fat and cancer, specificity applies both to cancer sites (outcome) and to component fats (exposure). In this study, Armstrong-Doll criteria were used to select female cancer incidence data for breast, cervix, lung, and colon, and male incidence data for lung, colon, and prostate for 1973-1977 from 20 countries with reliable registry data. Truncated age-standardized rates were correlated with estimates of per capita disappearance of total fat and of saturated, monounsaturated, and polyunsaturated (total, fish omega-3, omega-6) fats in 1975-1977. Multiple regression analyses were standardized for estimated total calorie intakes and used to assess the association between each fat and incidence at each cancer site. Estimates of per capita dietary and crude fiber intakes were also included in the analysis. Total calorie intake was not associated with cancer at any site when controlled for total fat intake, whereas total fat intake was strongly associated with cancers of the breast, colon, and prostate even after adjustment for total calorie intake. Cancers of the lung and cervix were not correlated with dietary fat intake. Monounsaturated fat had no positive association with cancer at any site. Saturated fat was positively associated with incidence of cancers of the breast, colon, and prostate and polyunsaturated fat was associated with incidence of breast and prostate cancers but not colon cancer. Fiber intake, when included in the analysis, affected the magnitude of the fat-cancer correlations, particularly between total fat and colon cancer. Fish omega-3 polyunsaturated fat had a nonsignificant negative association with the cancer sites studied. The findings supported hypotheses based on the results of animal experiments showing that different kinds of fatty acids have different tumor-promoting capabilities.